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"Bishop Avitus of Vienne and the
Burgundian Kingdom, A. D. 494-518"*
by

Harry Rosenberg
Colorado State University

Late antiquity provides the matrix for the complex historical development of early medieval church-state relations. Old values and social structures were eroded and replaced by new ones in the Germanic kingdoms
established within the fragments of the western Roman Empire.
Relations between church and state were of vital importance in these
new kingdoms, and the difficulties inherent in such relations were aggravated by the fact that the new rulers and their people had been converted
to Arian, not icene, Christianity. Harmonious relations between the indigenous Catholic population led by the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the
heretical rulers and their retainers seemed impossible to achieve without
the conversion of one group or another. The well-known exception to this
pattern is that of the rule in Italy of Theordoric, which dissolved finally
into suspicion, despair, and violence. Less well known is the pattern of
church-state relations which emerged between the Arian King of Burgundy, Gundobad, and his leading Catholic bishop, Avitus of Vienne.
The Burgundian Kingdom at the end of the fifth century was at a
significant stage in its historical development. King Gundobad had
reached a military standoff with Clovis, the King of the Franks who was
soon to be acclaimed the "new Constantine" because of his baptism into
Catholic Christianity. But the political future of Gaul belonged, of course,
to Clovis's heirs. In the distinctive words of C. E. Stevens, "Gallo-Roman
society would be underwritten not by the relatively Romanized Visigoths
•1 wish to thank the Faculty Research Grant Committee of Colorado State Diversity, the
Colorado State University Foundation, and the Institute for Ad,•anced Christian Studies in
Downers Grove, Illinois, for grants in aid of my research. An earler version of this study was
presented at the annual meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society of Great Britain at the
University of Sheffield in July, 1978. I have benefited greatly from the comments of Professor
Robert J. Brentano of the University of California, Berkeley, and those of Dr. Janet L. elson
of King's College in the University of London. I remain, of course, responsible for any errors
from which these kind scholars sought to save me.
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and Burgundians, but by lovis and hi Frank . . ."' While the futur of
GauJ belonged inde d to th
ero ingian Franks, the metropolitan of th
Burgundian hurch, Bi hop Avitus of Vienne helped to hap that future.
B fore Frankish arms would o erwh Im Gundobad's heir , th Burgundian Catholic Church would contribute significantly to the dynamic a similation proces which gave to GauJ a relative religious homog neity.
The late 6fth century was a time of a fundamental hift in attitud
toward the invading German by the traclitionaJ ruling elite of Late Roman Gaul,2 and it is among the newe t ruling elite of that area, th atholic bi hops, that the shift i mo t di ccrnible. This new and vital ctor of
the Gallo-Roman establishment led the way from an attitude of fear and
opposition to one of
king to harne th nei German ruler to the
destiny of the Catholic church.
It remains a great hi torical irony of the Later Roman Empir that it
to a large d gree bred it own uccessors, each of whom at the rune time
and in it own way contribut cl to the demise of the pagan state. 3 iftbcentury Gaul was a politicaJ cauJdron in which th
v ral Germanic
peopl challenged the Gallo-Roman ruling establishment while they vi d
with ach other. The Visigoths, Burgundian , and Franks each shared in
the Roman legacy. J.M. WaJlace-HadriU ha concisely de cribed Franki h
Gaul, midway between Roman Gaul and France, a "sub-Roman Gaul."
He furth er notes that the pene trating inAuence of Roman administration
affected all of these major Germanic group . " All three are ub-Roman and
the dilfercnces be twe n them have more to do with degrees of Romanization than of barbarization."•
'Courteny E. Ste vens, "'Roman Caul;· in France: Covemme11/ a11d Society, ed. John M.
Wallace-Had rill and John McManners (Lendon: Methue n, J 957), p. 31. for concise revie ws
of th hi tory of Roman Caul and the Callie hurch with amp! bibliographical referen ces
see E. Oemougeot, .. Gallia I," ReallexikanfiirA11tike u11d Cl,riste11/um\llll (1973): 22-927;
J. H. Palanque, " France. II. I "Caul Romnine," Diclio1111aire d ' /tistoire et de gecgrapl,ie
ecclesioslique l :1 (1973) 1- 12 (Hereafter DHCE); and A d 'Harhans, Moye11 Age. l. L "epoque m rovingienne," ibid., 13-23."
'Gerhard 8 . Ladner, "On Roman Attitudc.f toward Barbarians in Late Antiquity," Viator 7
(1976), 1- 16.
' from Lh xt · nsive bibliography that this subject has produced, I take special note of Jean
Caudemet, La f omwlio11 du droil seculier et du droit de l 'egli c aux IV' ct V' siecles (Paris:
irey, 1957); th monumental study of Arnold H. M. Jones, Tl,e Later Roman Empire,
284-602: a Social, F.ctmomic, and Admi11istrative Survey, 2 vols. ( 'orman: niver ity of
Oklahoma Press, 1964); and Karl L. Noethlichs, "Zur Ein0Ussnahmo des Staates auf die
Entwicklung eines chri tlichen Klerike rstandes: Schichls und berufsspezi6sche Bestimmungen filr den Klerus im 4. und 5.Jahrhundcrts in den piitanliken Rechtsquellen," injal,rbucl,
fiir A11tikc ,md Cl,rislentum 15 (1972), 136-53.
•John M. Wallace-llndrill , Lc11g-haired Kings a11d other t11dies in Frankisl, Hi tonJ ( 1 w
York: Dames and Noble, 19 2), p. 36. Olde r studie which Lill m rit nll cntion includ T.
Scolt llolmes, Tl,e Origins a11d Developme11/ of //,e Cl,ristian Cl,urr;I, in Caul during tl,e
first ix Ce11 turies of tl,c Ch ristion Era (London: :O.lacmillan Co., (1911); ir amu I Dill,
Roman Society irl Caul in the Mcro11i11g ia11 Age (London: Macmillan Co., 1926); O.M.
Dalton 's introductory volume to his translation of The Iii tory of tl,e Franks by CregonJ of
Tours (Oxford: larendon Pr s, 1927);and ourt nay E. tevens, ido11i11s Apollinarisa11d
I/is Age (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933).
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The Gallo-Roman Church and its episcopacy was at the core of this
"sub-Roman" era because of the bishop's political role in the civitas and
the Germanic kingdoms carved out of Roman Gaul. The Church and its
bishops were then vital agents who facilitated the transition from pagan
Roman Gaul to Christian Germanic Gaul. Bishops were politicians as well
as churchmen, and it is obviously important to know who these men were.
The social origins of Gallo-Roman bishops has been a matter of interest to
nearly all historians of the topic, starting with Gregory of Tours. Prosopographical studies, however, have greatly aided scholarship since World
War II. Thanks especially to the masterful study of Karl F. Stroheker on
the senatorial aristocracy of fifth century Gaul, we can recognize the close
association between the Catholic episcopacy and the senatorial aristocracy. 5 Before Stroheker's work, studies were concerned with the bishop,
the aristocracy, and the civitas, but the intensive interest in prosopography and administrative-legal history, as well as a review of the evidence
concerning the development of the city in late antiquity and the early
middle ages, have yielded a bountiful harvest of new evidence and revisionist interpretation.• Quantillcation analysis is a matter of increasing
'See Der senatorische Adel irn ~/a ntiken Gallien (fUbingen: Alma Mater Verlag, 1948),
especially pp. 23, 41, 58, 71-2 for his comments on bishops and senatorial aristocracy. One
must also note the pioneering and still noteworthy contribution of Helene Wieruszowski,
"Die Zusammensetzung des gallischen und frankischen Episkopats bis zum Vertrag von
Verdun (843) rnit besonderen BerUcksichtung der Nationalitlit wn des Standes," Bonner
Jahrb11ch 127 (1922), 1-83, especially pp. 5-12, 14-16, and 44. The classic contributions of
Codefroid Kurth are still pertinent, including "De la ationalit6 des comtes Francs au
VJ• siecle," in his £111des Franques, 2 vols. (Paris: H. Champion, 1919), 1:169-81; Stevens's
chapter on the bishopric, pp. 108-29, remains a masterful treatment of the Callo- Roman
episcopacy in the mid-fifth century. Ferdinand Vercauteren, £111de sur /es civitates de la
Belgique Second. Contribution ii l'histoire urbairie du Nord de la Fronce de la fin du Ill' d
lo Jin de XI' siecle (Brussels: Acadernie royale de Belgique, 1934), pp. 400-1, has good
information on thls earlier era and can be supplemented by his talk given at Trier in 1962
and printed as "Die splitantike Civitas im frUhen Mittelalter," in Bliitter for Deutsche Laridesgeschichte, Neue Folge 98 (1962), 22-25. Peter Brown's disclaimer does not seem to apply
to the age of Avitus. See his Relics and Social Status in the Age of Gregory of Toun (Reading,
1977), p. 17: "we tend to exaggerate the certainty with which the bishops established their
position in the Caul of the sixth century ... In the creation of status, public opinion counted
for as much as family wealth, genealogy, and an entry in Karl Stroheker's Senatorischer [sic]
Adel in Spiitontiken Gallien."
'The historiography of the subject is re0ected in Holmes, p. 511; Dill, pp. 115, 137, 329, and
455; Dalton, 1:159--60; Hans von Schubert, Geschichte derchristlichen Kirche ;,n Mittelalter
(1921; reprint ed., Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1962), pp. 41-42; &louard Salin, La civilisation
merovlngiem,ed'apres /es sepultures, /es textes et la laboratories, 2 vols. (Paris: Picard, 1949),
1:75; Olwen Brogan, Raman Gaul (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1955), pp. 210-11;
Nora K. Chadwick, Poetry and Letters in Early Christion Gaul (London: Bowes and Bowes,
1955), p. 289. A comprehensive yet concise review of the development of the monarchical
episcopacy during the patristic era is to be found in Jean Caudemet, L 'lgiise dons /'Empire
Romaine (IV' - V' siecles) (Paris: Sirey, 1958), pp. 322-68. See also Jones, 2:92~; Rudolph
Sprandel, " Dux und comes in der Merowingerzeit," Zeilschrift der Savigny-Stiftung fiir
Rechtsgescl1ichte, Gennanische Able/lung 74 (1957): 67-8 (hereafter ZRG); Dietrich
Claude, "Die Bestellung der Bischofe im mero,vingiscben Reiche," ZRG, Ka,wnislische
Abteilung 49 (1963): 10-16, and his "Untersuchungen zum frUhfrankischen Cornitat," ZRG,
Cem,an. Abt. 81 (1964): 5-6; Jean J. Hatt, Histoire de la Gaule Romaille (120 avant Jesus
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interest and has been applied to the episcopacy in the era with which we
are concerned. An analysis of Stroheker's prosopography shows that for

the fifth and early sixth century there were seventy-three bishops among
the four hundred and eleven persons that he includes.' One must be
cautious in the use of episcopal arithmetic. It does appear that the bishops
of the Burgundian Church reflect the general social conditions of the
Gallo-Roman episcopacy at large in that a number were from the senatorial aristocracy, and in that inadequate information exists for the majority.•
It is against the background of this review of the broader Gallo-Roman
historical context that we can now turn to Burgundians and Bishop Avitus.
They were established in the area around Worms by Emperor Honorius
between 413 and 436 and were relocated north of Lake Geneva after the
disastrous attack by Attila's Huns. A second kingdom came into being in
443. Under Gundobad (474-516), the second ruler of the renewed kingdom, the Burgundian state reached its greatest geographical extent,
reaching from the Durance on the south to the Jura Mountains in the
Christ · 451 apres]esus Christ). Calcmisallon ou colonialisme? 3 ed. (Paris: Payot, 1970), pp.
329-39, 344--45; Elie GriJFe, "'L'episcopat Gaulois et les royautes barbares de 482 a 507,"
Bulletin de litteratureecclesiaslique 76 (1975): 261-84 ; and Ian Wood, "Kings, Kingdoms and
Consent," in Early Medieval Kingship, ed. Philip H. Sawyer and Ian N. Wood (Leeds: School
of History, University of Leeds, 1977), pp. 24-25. Paul-A. Fevrier, 'Towns in the Western
Mediterranean," in European Towns. Their Archaelogy and Early History, ed. Maurice W.
Barley (London: Academic Press, 1977), pp. 303-52, is a timely review of the topic. The 1974
Colloquy organized at anterre by Pierre Riche on the christianization of the area between
the Loire and Rhine is an important demonstration of the state of current scholarship. Nearly
all of the papers presented at the Colloquy appear in Revue d 'histolre de l'eglise de France
62 (1976) (hereafter RHEF). In addition see Martin Heinzelmann's significant monograph
Bischofshernchaft in Gallien. Zur Konllnuiliil romischer Fiihrongs.rchichten oom 4. bis
zum 7. jahrhundert. Soziale, prosopographische und bildungs-geschichtliche Mpekle (Munich: Artemis Verlag, 1976); Henry G. J. Beck, The Pastoral Care of Souls in South-East
France during the Sixth Century (Rome: Apud aedis Universitas Gregoriana. 1950), pp. 7-8;
Friedrich Prinz, Kleros und Krieg im friiheren Mittelalter. Untersuchungen zur Rolle der
Kirche beim Aujbau der Konigsherrschaft (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1971).
'Heinzelmann's computation in RHEF, pp. 75-76.
'H. B. Beck's observations are of interest in this context, for he hazarded the view (on p. 9)
that in the sixth century the proportion of aristocrats in the e piscopacy declined while the
proportion of bishops who had been civil officials increased. While Beck said he was only
guessing, it is a judgment that still appears reasonable in view of the role of bishops in
Merovingian society. See also Dalton, 1:200, n. 1, which calls attention to the promotion of
referendarii (royal administrative officials) to bishoprics as reported by Gregory of Tours
during the sixth century. The most recent accounting of this kind of administrative-episcopal
re.lationship is to be found in Karin selle-Hosback, Prosopographie merowingischer Amtatra'ger i,i der Zeit 0011 511 bi• 613 (Inaugural-Dissertation, Bonn, 1974), pp. 11- 12, 34-5
where she identifies seven referendarii who became bishops; the succeeding century of
Merovingian history saw another six such appointments. The anterre Colloquy has several
studies germaine to this point. See also Eugen Ewig, "Kirche und Civitas in der Merowingerzeit," La Chiesa nel reg11i dell'Europa occidentale e i loro rapporli ccn Roma sino al/'800
(Spoleto, 1959) In the series "Centro Italiano di Stud/ su/l' alto Medioeoo," Vol. 7 (1960).
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north, east to the Alps and west to the Rhone and upper Loire.• Within
this area were located the dioceses which made up the province of Lyons
as well as Vienne, and while Lyons had a nominal claim to be "the head
of the Church in the Merovingian kingdom of Burgundy ... " 10 this was
not actually the case during the episcopal career of Avitus.
At the time when Gundobad's kingdom reached its apogee, Avitus
succeeded his father Hesychius as Bishop of Vienne.11 His election was in
keeping with the configuration of the fifth century Gallo-Roman episcopacy because Avitus was a member of a distinguished senatorial family
and because of the characteristic nepotism of the time. While Avitus's
social status contributed directly to his elevation, he apparently was prepared spiritually for this pastoral responsibility. His extant writings demonstrate a well-developed theological orientation from the start of his
ecclesiastical career and his role in the development of a Christian literary
•Among the several late nineteenth century standard accounts is Karl Binding, Das burgundisch-romanische Kiitlig reich (von 433 bis 532 n. Chr.} (1868; reprint Aalen: Scientia Verlag,
1969); Albert Jahn, Die Ceschichte der Burgundlo11en und Burg undiens bis zum Ende der
/. Dynaslle, 2 vols. (Halle: Waisenhauses, 187 4); Auguste Longnon , Clographie de la Caule
au VI' siecle (Paris: Hachette, 1833), and Atlas historique de la Fronce depuis Cesar Jusqu'd
nos Jou rs (Paris: Hache tte, 1885) and Planches (1885). Two modern studies important for the
historical development of the Burgundian state are Alfred Coville, Recherches sur l 'histo/re
de Lyon au I," aux IX• slecle (450-800) (Paris: A. Picard, 1928) and Odet Perrin, Les Burgo ,uies. Leur Histoire, des origines ·a la fin du premier Royaume (534) (Neuchate l, Switzerland: Baconniere, 1968).
10
Dalton, 1:261 ; for the province of Vienne see Louis Duchesne, Fastes l pisoopau;c de l'ancien 11e Caule, 2' rev. ed., 3 vols. (Paris: Fontemoing, 1907), especially 1:146-211 "L'histoire
episcopale a Vienne," and 1:212-42 "Les sulfragants de Vienne."
''Stroheker (pp. 100-4, 154-5) is now to be supplemented by J. R. Martindale, The Prosopogrophy of the Later Roman Empire, Vol. II: A. D. 395--527 (Cambridge, 1980), pp. 194-5 for
Avitus, pp. 554-5 for his father Hesychius, p. 185 for his mother Audentia, p. 115 for his
brother Apolliniaris, Bishop of Valence, p. 489 for his sister Fuscina, and p . 1320 for a stemma
of the family. It is only from later sources such as the Vita of Avitus and Bishop Ado of
Vienne's chronicle of about 867 that we learn that Avitus's father preceeded him as bishop
of Vienne (Duchesne, Fastes lpisoopau:c, 1:153). Stroheker relies on the important study of
Max Burckhard!, Die Briefsammlung des Blschofs Auitus von Vienne (ob. 5/8) (Berlin:
Verlag f. Staatswissenschaften u. Ceschichte, 1938) for the previous literature on Avitus.
While Rudolph Peiper's critical edition of Avitus's Opera in Monume11ta Cermaniae Historica, Auctores A ntiquissimi, 6:2 (1886; reprint ed., Berlin: We idmann, 1961) is the de&nilive one, that of Ulysse Chevalier, Oeuvres completes de Saint Auit lueque de Vienne (Lyon:
Libririe Cenerale Catholique et Classique, 1890) should not be ignored. The most recent
comprehensive bibliographical review is in the " new Potthast" Reperlorium fo11Hum hlstoriae medii aeui (Rome: Institut Storico Italiano per ii Medio Evo, 1967), 2:427-30, and
Lucien Mussel, The Germanic lnuasions: The Making of Europe A. D. 4oo-&JO, translated
by Edward and Columba James (University Park, PA.: Pe nnsylvania State University Press,
1975), See also Elie Criffe, La Caule Chretie,me a l'l poque Romaine, fl L 'tt,lise des Coules
au i,> siecle, nouv. ed. (Paris: Letouzey et Ane, 1966), and Mgr. Criffe's article cited inn. 6
above. To the standard handbooks on patristics and medieval literature listed by Stroheker
one must now add Pierre Riche, EducaHon a11d Culture 111 the Barbarian West, Si:cth
through the Eighth Centuries, Translated by John J. Contreni (Columbia. S.C.: University of
South Carolina Press, 1976).
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culture was a major one. Gregory of Tours' a
ment demon trate the
high regard the Merovingian Church had for th Bishop of i nn a
c ntury after his death:
The bles d A itu was at thi time of great
loquence; for he re y pringing up in onstantinople, both that taught by Euryche and that
of Sab llius, to the effect that our Lord Jesu
Christ had in Him nothing of the divine nature,
at the reque t of King Gundobad he wrote
again t them. Th re are extant among us his
admirable le tters, which, as they once quelled
heresy, so now they dify the hurch of God.
He wrote a book of Homilies, six m trical books
on the creation of the world and on variou
other subjects, and nine books of L tters ... 12
Avitus's reputation as a zealou combatter of her y was based on his
Contra Eutychia11am Haeresim Libri Duo and the Dialogi cum G1111dobado Rege vel Librorum contra Aria11os reliquiae. In addition, his lit rary-theological corpus includes ninety- ight letters and a collection of
poetry in which Avitus "eleven centuries before the time of Milton . . .
chose for the theme of his verses the Fall of Man ." '" Avitu repre ent the
successful fusion of classical literary cu1tu.re with Chri tianity in Sfth century Roman Gaul. Drawing upon the rhetorical tradition that still flourished in ienne, a city which cultivated its Roman legacy, Avitu utilized
secular literature exten ively, and his knowledge of patristic author and
the Bible enabled him to produce a collection of religiou po try that
would subsequently influence the major western lite rary re ivals of the
ninth and twelfth centurie . •• In addition, by the tenth c ntury his letters
were included in formularies, the reby helping to hape early m dieval
rhetoric."
Avitu as a late Sfth century cultured, senatorial bishop stands in dramatic contrast not only to the uncouth, heretical Arian Germans, but e en
to his far better known predeces or, idonius Apollinaris, who e pr ciou
11
/iislorio Froncomm 11:34, ed. in MGH, Scrip/ores remm Merovingicarum, 1:1 rev. ed.
(Hanover: 1961). I cite the translation by Dalton, 11:73--4.
" Augusta T. Drane, Chrislio11 Schools 011d cha/ors, n w ed. by W lter Cumbley (London:
1924), p. 29.
"Riche, pp. 9!H3; see also Beck, p. 13 and Ernest tein , Histoire du Empire. 2. De lo
disporlilion de /'empire d 'occident a lo morl jus li11ien, ed. Jean Palanque (Paris: D clee d
Brouwer, 1949), p. 186. For a description of Carolingian manuscripts of vitus's works, see
Peiper, pp. xiv-xvi.
up_ Riche, Les eco/es el l 'e11seig 11e111e11t don L 'Occide111 c/i, lien de lo fin du 1'" iecle au
milieu du XI' sieclc (Paris: 1979), p. 256.
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cache of letters tells us so much about mid-fifth century Gallo-Roman
Church and society. This aristocrat of the Auvergne was repelled by the
crude Burgundians who crowded into his villa, and when he was made
Bishop of Clermont by popular demand, there was no program for evangelizing these Arians. But in Bishop Avitus we see a churchman who
realized that the destiny of the western part of the empire was to be
decided within Gaul and not at Constantinople.
The transformation of Roman Gaul into Catholic and Germanic Gaul
is generally credited to Clovis, his Frankish warriors, his Burgundian Catholic Queen Clotild, and Bishop Remigius of Rheims. Gregory of Tours
described the military and religious dimensions of this great struggle for
land and souls.•• Gregory's classic account dramatically contrasts Gundobad, the hesitant and heretical Arian, with Clovis, the triumphant convert from paganism to the Catholic faith. There is no need to revise or
diminish the importance of Clovis as so depicted, but Avitus's episcopal
career directly contributed to the building of this Catholic and Germanic
Gaul because of his relationship with Gundobad and the Burgundian royal
family and because of his role in the development of Catholicism in that
kingdom. The fusion of the Burgundian kingdom with the rest of Frankish
Gaul was facilitated by the fact that it had already been Catholicized
under Avitus's leadership. While religious sentiment never stood in the
way of Merovingian political maneuvering, as Gregory of Tour's famed
chronicle so vividly demonstrates, the relationship between these two
Germanic societies as well as their assimilation of the indigenous GalloRoman establishment was built on a common religious foundation. Catholic Church and Catholic bishops had then a vital social function in the
political and socio-economic transformation of the western Roman Empire. Avitus was one such bishop whose impact on the secular domain
paralleled his ecclesiastical in.Buence. As political adviser, diplomat, transmitter and preserver of Latin Christian literary culture, a diligent expounder of the Catholic faith, and a pastor, Avitus's in.Buence in each of
these roles reached beyond the limits of the Burgundian kingdom.
Avitus's relationship with Gundobad (and I would add Clovis) was, in
the words of Palanque, "a truly political role" 11 for all of the fact that his
prime concern was for their souls because of the Arianism of the Burgundian and the paganism of the Frank. Gregory and modem authors have
been sympathetic to Avitus's campaign to win over Gundobad and the
Burgundians, in which his success made the religious unity of Frankish
Caul possible at less cost than might otherwise have been the case. Gun"In addition to the older literature, one must now begin with John M. Wallace-Hadrill, 'The
Work of Gregory of Tours in the Light of Modern Research," in his /.,qng-hoired Kings, pp.
49-70. See also Gregory's "Prologue" for his purpose in writing Ten Books of Histo,y, the
so-called Histo,y of the Fronlcs.
"Jean Palanque, "15. Avit," DHCE, col. 1206.
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do bad did not yield in spite of two decades of entreaty, discussion, debates,
and, no doubt, prayers. Yet even though he invoked political necessity in
his refusal to accept Catholicism, telling his episcopal protagonist that he
feared the reaction of the Burgundians, the king still allowed Avitus a
remarkable degree of latitude in his propagation of Catholic doctrine at
the expense of Arianism. Gundobad's tolerance and seeming indifference
to any objections from his warrior aristocracy may have been a reHection
of the fact that this Arian ruler perceived that the future was a Catholic
one. His policy allowed Avitus to convert Gundobad's son and heir, Sigismund. As a consequence, the transition from Arian to Catholic Burgundy
was in fact greatly facilitated by this cordial relationship the orthodox
bishop enjoyed with his Arian king, a relationship which is unique for the
era. o other Arian Germanic ruler before the late sixth century allowed
his heir to be converted.18
While Avitus's political relationship with Gundobad merits favorable or
at least neutral comment, his position in regard to Clovis is a different
story. Some scholars have seen Avitus's letter to Clovis on the occasion of
his baptism as evidence of a great Catholic episcopal conspiracy to bring
about Clovis's conversion and his military domination of all of Gaul. ' 9
Others find Avitus a little too enthusiastic in laying on such praise.2 0 He
has even been charged with questionable loyalty to Gundobad. 21 H . von
Schubert credits Avitus's letter with a grand prophetic view of the future
of Catholic Christianity,•• and another appraisal is that Avitus "had one
"The relevant sources here are Gregory's Ten Books of History, ll:34, pp. 81-3; Binding,
pp. 127, 147-54; Richard Weyl, DasfriJ°nkische Staatskirchenrecht z ur Zelt der Merowinger
(Breslau: W. Koebner, 1888), p. 3; Hans von Schubert, Stoat und Kirche in den arianischen
Konigsreichen und im Reiche Chlodwigs (Munich: R. Oldenbourg, 1912), pp. 25-31 ; Dill, p.
83; Burckhardt, p. 6l; Jones, 2.:262-3; Griffe, "L'episcopat gauloise," pp. 275-9. C. Perrat and
A. Audin, "Alcimi Ecdicii Aviti Viennensis episcopi hornilia dicta in dedicatione superioris
basilicae, (MS. sur papyrus, Paris, Bibi. nat. lat. 8912-14)," in Studi in onore di Aristide
Calderini e Roberto Paribeni, ed. Edoardo Arslan, 2 vols. (Milian: A. Nicola, 1956), 2:433-51
attests to Cundobad's participation in the activities of his bishop.
'"Ep. 46, Peiper p. 75f; Stroheker, p. 155; Dill, p. 88. Charles Pfister, "Caul under the
Merovingian Franks: arrative of Events," in The Cambridge Medieval History, ed. John
Bury, 8 vols. (Cambridge: At the University Press, 1957), 2:112, speaks of "secre t support of
the orthodox clergy" for Clovis but provides no evidence for the allegation. Edward A.
Thompson, The Goths in Spain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), p. 126 n. l and p. 127 n.
2, and Wallace-Hadrill, Long-haired Kings, p. 173, discuss the questions of Callo-Roman
attitudes and Burgundian Catholic loyalty.
"'This view is shared by the late-eighteen centur y antiquarian, the Baron D. Roger de
Belloguet, " Questions Bourguignonnes," in Description Generale et particu/iere Duche de
Bou rgogne, ed. Abbe Claude Courtepee e t Beguillet, 3• ed. aug. p. Gras and Jean Richard
(1847; reprint ed., Paris: Avallon, 1967), p. 173, and by a mid-twentieth century scholar,
Palanque, col. 1206.
"Binding, p. 141 and n. 495. He is generally cynical about Avitus's motives.
"Schubert, Christ/ichen Kirche, p. 96. Karl Hauck, " Von einer sp!itantiken Randkultur zum
karolingischen Europa," Friihmittelalterliche Studien l (1967): 28, n. 65, describes Avitus's
letter to Clovis as containing an "imperial-expansiven Wunsch."
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eye on his own Arian master, Gundobad .... " 23 An alternate interpretation could be that like any missionary, episcopal or otherwise, Avitus was
delighted with a convert, particularly one so extraordinary. The letter
about Clovis's baptism and victory over the Alemenni does not point to
a conspiracy or to disloyalty. We would expect political sensitivity from a
member of the Gallo-Roman senatorial aristocracy, which had had plenty
of experience at survival by the fifth century. And Avitus's participation
in the general episcopal joy over an extraordinary convert does not appear
to have prejudiced his status with Gundobad. A possibility that should not
be ignored is that Avitus's letter to Clovis may well have been with the
full prior knowledge of Gundobad, who could benefit from any smoothing
over of relations with such a protagonist as Clovis.••
The transition from Roman to Germanic Gaul was concerned with
more than just conquest and occupation; it also involved the fusion of
peoples and institutions. This assimilation was accomplished incrementally and often incidentally, however, and the process was expedited by
the kind ofleadership provided by a churchman like Avitus and by rulers
such as Gundobad and Sigismund. The Burgundian kingdom is an excellent example of the efforts made by bishop and king to fuse and accommodate the legal and religious institutions of the indigenous population with
those of the conqueror. The social process would produce a new aristocracy to replace the senatorial elite of Roman Gaul. Gundobad stands out
for his efforts to accommodate the needs of the Gallo-Romans in his kingdom who were long accustomed to Roman law. In addition, his administration is distinguished for the codification of Burgundian law, a development which attests to the impact of the Pax Romana and the &clesia
Catholica. •• Bishop Avitus represents this significant combination which
shaped the nascent Germanic governments. Through his political and
ecclesiastical roles, Avitus furthered the Gallo-Burgundian fusion. That
the independent Burgundian kingdom would soon be overwhelmed by
the Franks does not mitigate against the significance of Avitus's contribution through his diplomatic and synodical roles.
" Wallace-Hadrill, Lang-Haired Kings, p. 171.
"Pierre Courcelle has charged Avitus with "sheer opportunism" because of his fulsome
praise of Clovis in terms usually reserved for an emperor, when the bishop sought an alliance
with the Frank for the new king, Sigismund. It may we ll have been shee.r realism for both
the king and his metropolitan-diplomat in the face of Clovis's design on the Burgundian
kingdom. See CourceUe's Les lettres grecque en Occident de Macrobe a Cassiodore 2d ed.
(Paris, 1948), p. 247 and the English translation by H. E. Wedeck entitled Late Latin Writers
and Their Greek Sources (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 263.
" The extensive bibliography on the legal and economic aspects of the acculturation of the
Germanic tribes in their Gallo-Roman setting has had a significant and illuminating addition·
with Walter Gofl'art, Barbarians and Romans, A. D. 418-584: The Tech niques of Accommodation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980).
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Jt is instructive to compare the Gallo-Burgundian experience with that
of the better known Romano-Ostrogothic experience under Theodoric in
Italy. The Arian Ostrogothic king made noble attempts at fusing his people and government with the indigenous Catholic population and leadership. The effort collapsed when Theodoric became convinced of disloyalty
on the part of the Catholic-Roman establishment, but Avitus's role prevented such a social disaster from occurring in Burgundy. He rendered
important diplomatic services to his king. Between 516 and 518, for example,' he wrote to the Emperor Anastasius in Constantinople to announce
Sigismund's sole rule and to request that the emperor designate the Burgundian king as the imperial representative to Gaul.•• But the most signi.6.cant political role of Avitus is in the development of the Frankish kingship.
In the baptismal letter to Clovis, he had told the king that as a result of
his baptism, he had a "salvation-giving helmet of holy anointing." With
this kind of christianizing political rhetoric and his use of specilic imperial
Roman titles, Avitus contributed to the preliminary stage in the melding
of Roman, Christian, and Germanic concepts of rulership. 27
The device of holding a synod, wherein long-lasting pervasive legislation could be promulgated, served as the climax to Avitus's role in shaping
the religious and social configuration of Burgundian and Frankish Gaul.
The Council of Epao, 15 September 517, was one of many such early
medieval convocations of churchmen whose deliberations and enactments helped to reshape the social as well as the religious institutions of
European civilization. The first Burgundian council of the Catholic
Church completed the triad of national councils that began with Agde in
506 for the Visigothic domain and Orleans in 511 for Clovis's kingdom.
While all the subsequent national councils in Gaul would meet under
Frankish auspices, the importance of the Burgundian synod and its 40
decrees should not be minirnized.2 8 Avitus and his fellow Metropolitan,
"Ep. 78, Peiper, p. 93; Perrin, Les Burgondes, p. 513. F. Lot, Les invasions germa niques.
La penitration mutuelle du mande barbare et du monde romaine (Paris: Payot, 1935), pp.
173-4 sees Sigismund's correspondence as a desperate appeal for assistance against the
Franks. For Stein, p. 188, the Byzantine connection represents Avitus's fear of an Arian
reaction to the Catholic triumph with the accession of Sigismund. See also John B. Bury,
History of the Later Roman Empire from the Death of Theodosius I to the Death ofJustinian
(A. D. 395-565) 2 vols. (New York: Dover, 1958), 1:463, who ignores religious factors and
stresses spheres of influence.
" Janet L. Nelson, "Inauguration Rituals," in £Arly Medieval Kingship, ed. P. H. Sawyer and
I. Wood (Leeds, 1977), p. 56. In the same collection of essays, see Ian Wood, "Kings, Kingdoms and Consent."
" The decrees of Epao are in Mansi, Socrorum conciUonsm, VIIl:555; F. Maassen, Concilio
Aevi Merovingici (Hanover: 1893), I:15--31 [MGH, Legum section III); and in Carlo de
Clercq, Concilio Galliae. A. 5JJ-A. 695 (Turnholt: 1963), pp. 20-37. Still valuable are the
comments and extensive bibliographical data by Henri Leclercq in Hefele-Leclereq, Histoire
des Conciles (Paris: 1907), Il:2, pp. 1031-42; Jean Gaudement provides the most recent and
thorough analysis of the council, "Epaone (Concile d')," DHCE 15 (1963): 524-45.
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Viventiolus of Lyon, dispatched the letters which convened the suffragans
of the provinces of Vienne and Lyon. 29 While Sigismund did not convene
the Epaon synod, the accession of the first Catholic Burgundian ruler
certainly provided an auspicious occasion for a great convocation of Catholic prelates who could regularize the religious life of the formerly Arian
kingdom. Furthermore, the council met when the Burgundian state had
reached the furthest limits of its geographical expansion.3 ° Certainly the
political and religious timing was propitious. Avitus, realistically it would
seem, called for only one annual provincial synod and not the two required by the canonical tradition. It is noteworthy too, that this Burgundian synod came two years after Pope Hormisdas had chided Avitus for
not convening his suffragans. The confluence of political and religious
circumstances described above made it possible for the Metropolitan to
respond to the papal exhortation.
The thirty-four bishops and one prebyter who met at Epao, midway
between Vienne and Valence, did so under the presidency of the Metropolitan of Vienne. These prelates represented the whole of the Catholic
hierarchy in the kingdom, and under Avitus's leadership they provided
their "national" Church with a "complete ecclesiastical code," 31 which the
council of Agde and Orleans failed to do. While Avitus and his episcopal
colleagues drew upon the common canonical tradition of the Church,
theirs was the urgent task of regularizing the religious discipline for their
own clergy and laity. Lines of authority were delineated, the relationship
beh11een the clergy and secular courts was dealt with, and prohibitions
against the alienation of church properties were promulgated. Avitus's
"authoritarianism" (Palanque) is credited with extending the jurisdiction
of the metropolitan into the relationship between a bishop and his monastic foundations when the issue of alienation of property arose. Avitus's
influence is seen too in the decrees dealing with penance, where his policy
was pragmatic and sensible in a society in transition. 32 But on the sticky
issue of the right kind of marriage relationships, Avitus's conciliar
colleagues in some instances suggested more moderate positions than
he had in prior years. His role at Epao thus demonstrates his ability to
adjust to social reality, a consistent trait in Avitus's episcopal career.
This was re8ected, too, in the policy adopted at Epao with reference to
Arian church buildings: Avitus's tactic was not to arouse opposition by
desecrating these churches, and in an oblique way this was adopted by
the council. The 40 decrees of Epao influenced the synodical legisla19

Text of one of the convening letters is in Peiper, p. 98.
'°Caudement, p. 525.
" Caudement, p. 526.
" Io addition to Beck, Pastoral Care, see C. Vogel, La disc,"p/i11e pt!nitentielle on Gau le des
origines <i la fi11 du VI' siecle (Paris: Letouzey et Ane, I 952).
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tion of the Frankish church and other churches during the early middle ages. 33
The triumphs of Clovis's sons over Gundobad's by 534 must not obscure
the importance of the era of Burgundian church history when it was led
by Avitus of Vienne, who surely has a claim to Ennodius's epitaph: Praestantissiumus inter Gallos episcopos. 34 This outstanding churchman
helped to create the environment in which a profound reordering of
western society was initiated. Avitus exemplifies the vital social function
of the bishop and the ecclesiastical apparatus in facilitating the acculturation of the Germanic peoples. In so doing, he contributed to the eventual
"victory of the Christian society," which is to say, the Middle Ages.30

"Carlo de Oercq, Lo Mgislation religieuse franque. I: De Clovis a Charlemagne (507-814),
(Louvain: Sirey, 1936). To this standard monograph there must now be added Hubert Mordek, Kirchenrecht und Reform in Frankreich, Die Collect/a Vetus Callica, die iilteste systematische Kanonessammlung des friinkische,, Callietl. Studier, und Edition (Berlin: de
Cruyter, 1975). Palanque: Epao's role in history of canonical coUections prior to Gratian was
a "modest" one but 12 of its 40 decrees appear in the Decretum (p. 545). Walter Ullman,
"Public Welfare and Social Legislation in the Early Medie val Councils," Studies in Church
History 1 (1971): 1-39, provides instances of the effects of Epao's decrees.
"Stroheker, p. 154 (from Ennodius, Vita Epiphanius).
"F. Edward Cranz, "De Civitate Dei, XV,l, and Augustine's Idea of the Christian Society,"
in Augustine: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Robert A. Markus (Carden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday & Co. Inc., 1972), p. 413; Cranz is concerned only with Augustine's theories and
the manner in which these were generally translated into "the story not of two cities but of
one. From this new approach we can date the beginning of the 'Middle Ages' . . .. " In my
judgm~nt, Avitus implicitly contributed to this very signi6cant intelJectual and social development.

